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NOTES 
THE EGYPTIAN MATHEMATICAL LEATHER ROLE--LINE 6. 
HOW DID THE SCRIBE DO IT? 
BY RICHLY J. GILLINGS 
UNIVERSITY OF NEW SOUTH WALES, AUSTRdLIA 
The Egyptian Mathematical Leather Roll (EMLR) contains two 
identical tables whose 26 equalities are the sums of various unit 
fractions; in modern notation they would appear as: 
f +++ Line 3. 
However, the ancient Egyptians did not use unity as the numerator 
of any fraction. They merely placed a mark or a short line above 
the number, so that l/4 was written as $I and thus line 3 appeared 
as 
Just how they discovered such equalities we do not know for cer- 
tain. It is possible that they may have used what I will refer 
to as the "G-Rule," illustrated by the following example: 4 
divided into 12 equals 3, so that, increasing this quotient by 
unity gives 4, which divided into 12 gives 3, hence the equality 
7 12 = 5 results. 
Scribes never used signs to denote plus, minus, or equals; 
indeed, they often omitted the bar mark above a number to indi- 
cate it was a fraction, whenever there was no doubt, as was the 
case in the EMLR. 
Line 1 10 40 8 
Line 2 5 20 4 
Line 3 4 12 3 
Line 4 10 10 5 
Lines 5,6 3 62 
Of the 26 equalities in the EMLR, 16 are binomials and 8 are 
trinomials, so that there remain only two equalities with four 
terms, which are lines 8 and 9: 
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25 15 75 200 8 
50 30 150 400 16 
Unexpectedly, the fraction 25 precedes 15, contrary to the normal 
procedure, and so this oddity might give some hint as to how the 
scribe proceeded on this occasion. I contributed an article to 
Historia Mathematics [1979, Vol. 6, No. 41 in the hope that per- 
haps a reader might conjecture what the scribe's method of deriv- 
ing this unusual four-term, unit-fraction equality might have 
been. But so far, no such suggestion has been received. 
One must remember that twice-times was the only multiplica- 
tion table that the ancient Egyptians used. I conclude this 
note with two possible methods the scribe might have devised in 
producing Number 8 of the 26 equalities in the EMLR. The first 
is, in my view, the better method, but the second shows how he 
may have worked, so that 25 comes before 15. The question which 
remains unanswered is, "Why did he not then reverse them?" 
Starting from EMLR Line Number 1 
EMLR 
1 10 40 = 8 
24,2 15 30 50 200 = 8 
23 15 30 75 150 200 = 8 
-- 15 30 150 75 200 = 8 
G 
Rule 15 25 75 200 = 8 
1 
4,2 20 
2 .25 
-- 25 
24 25 
-- 25 
G 
Rule 25 
3 25 
10 40 = 8 
20 50 200 = 8 
100 20 50 200 = 8 
20 50 100 200 = 8 
20 75 150 100 200 = 8 
20 100 150 75 200 = 8 
20 60 75 200 = 8 
15 75 200 = 8 
